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Book Review
DEVELOPING A LEARNING CULTURE IN NONPROFIT 
ORGANIZATIONS. Stephen J. Gill, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications Inc., 2010, 209 pages.
Book Review
Developing a Learning Culture in Nonprofit Organizations, based on the
author’s more than 25 years of consulting experience, provides board mem-
bers, staff, and students with practical tools to use in building appropriate
learning cultures within organizations. In Chapter 1, the author asserts that
organizational learning is the backbone that supports the mission and
financial sustainability of any organization. This facilitates effectiveness,
maximizes employee potential, and fuels commitment that creates the
energy for change. Gill recommends a blend of three types of learning:
know-how, developing a skill to do something; know-what, a deep under-
standing of a subject; and know-why, seeing the value of the task being
undertaken. Differences between training programs, staff development
workshops, and organizational learning are highlighted. The author
identifies risks of not engaging in organizational learning such as loss of
funding and difficulty in attracting competent employees. Two tools for
assessing organizational functioning are offered to begin the process of cre-
ating a learning culture. Chapter 2 highlights key barriers to an organiza-
tion’s learning culture, including a focus on program delivery vs.
organizational improvement, a feeling that limited resources prohibit tap-
ping into various learning opportunities, an assumption that work and
learning are independent activities, leaders who avoid difficult issues, and
maintaining the status quo.
Chapter 3 presents several action steps to help create a learning cul-
ture. Four levels of learning—individual, team, organizational, and com-
munity—are presented to structure the subsequent chapters. Chapter 4
details individual learning to include the acquisition of knowledge and
skills applicable to improving performance. Modes of individual learning,
including personal visioning, individualized learning plans, job rotation,
and coaching, are discussed. Chapter 5 emphasizes the importance of
team learning and reviews techniques including reflective inquiry (used to
create awareness on progress and accomplishments), shared visioning,
action learning, dialogue (learning through conversation), and meeting
management.
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Chapter 6 highlights the different types of organizational learning
methods including clear articulation of the vision, breaking communication
barriers between staff and volunteers, and learning from successes and
failures by aiming for new solutions to old problems while emphasizing
creativity. Methods reviewed include benchmarking, World Café (Brown,
2001), organizational self-assessment, appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider,
Sorensen, Whitney, & Yaeger, 2000), and large group methods such as
Future Search. Chapter 7 describes nonprofit organizations such as home-
less shelters and cities, states, and even a country (Sweden) that have bene-
fited from organizational learning.
Chapter 8 highlights the value of evaluation in enhancing continuous
improvement. Success case method (SCM) is an evaluation method that
utilizes the best aspects of traditional evaluation methods by adding effi-
ciency, credibility, and utility. Reflexive inquiry as an evaluation tool can
improve an organization’s performance through clarification of goals,
progress evaluation, and evidence-based results. Knowledge management
involves dissemination of results to effect change and encourage a learning
process.
Chapter 9 describes using logic models for organizational alignment,
balanced scorecards for performance monitoring, and strategy maps for
strategic planning. Balanced scorecards help focus energy of an organiza-
tion’s evaluation process on critical decisions. Chapter 10 emphasizes the
link between learning and culture change. This chapter reviews the levels of
learning and summarizes strategies needed to develop a learning culture
through the use of evaluation and the development of knowledge.
Gill’s book is succinct, easily readable, and uses various sources to
strengthen arguments. Chapter summaries and questionnaires to enhance
learning are utilized to provide vivid description. While an explicit evidence
base is not articulated, many case examples are used to illustrate points.
Quotations at the beginning of each chapter aid in the application of these
tools into real life scenarios. Gill’s book is a great resource for nonprofit
leaders interested in harnessing the benefits of developing learning cultures
aimed at improving organization effectiveness. Readers should not expect to
see changes overnight as this process is gradual. Overall, this book would
serve as a great addition to any nonprofit leader’s reference library and
should be beneficial to students in social work administration and nonprofit
management courses and to faculty teaching in these areas.
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